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The book The Cat in the Hat, written by Theodore Giesel 
under the pseudonym of Dr Seuss, was published in 1957. 
By 2000, it had sold 7.2 million hardcover copies in the 
United States alone, making it the ninth best-selling 
children's hardcover book of all time. When the film, The Cat 
in the Hat, opened in cinemas in the United States in 
November 2003, it grossed over $US40 million, earning it 
the No 1 movie in its first weekend. This is despite 
overwhelmingly negative reviews. One possible explanation 
for this huge discrepancy between critics and audiences, 
besides the generation gap, is the film’s extensive pre-
release marketing to children, which ranged from limited-
edition cereal and fruit snacks to clothes, jewellery, 
backpacks, skateboards, lamps, tattoos, various Cat in the 
Hat hats (in both adult and children sizes), cups, and more. 
These products served to whet the appetites of children and 
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whittle the wallets of their parents months before the film 
reached the cinemas. The movie-marketing juggernaut 
continued after the film’s release with other media spin-offs 
such as the The Cat in the Hat DVD and playstation. It is 
interesting that the consumerist culture in which the film is 
firmly located, was precisely the concern that pervaded mid-
1950s American society where adult anxiety that young 
people’s exposure to a commercial culture in a climate of 
growing consumerism was making them violent and stupid. 
Then, television and comics were the most targeted aspects 
of popular culture that adults felt had a corrupting and 
dumbing down impact on children.  
 
Louis Menand (2002) regards the The Cat in the Hat book as 
a Cold War invention (Sputnik was launched seven months 
after its release) and considers the anarchic Cat as an 
analyst of the psychology of the late nineteen-fifties. The 
book undoubtedly transformed the nature of literacy 
teaching and the nature of children's reading texts with its 
themes of transgression and hypocrisy, zany cartoonish 
illustrations, and Geisel’s ability to use only 220 different 
words in verse form. Its popularity in schools as well as in 
homes suggests that it heralded the change that was needed 
to ensure that American children were not lagging behind 
their Russian counterparts, and it sounded the death knell 
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for Dick and Jane. Yet, despite Seuss’s revolutionary 
approach to both content and form in The Cat in the Hat, his 
book remains caught between tradition and iconoclasm. His 
use of anapaestic tetrameter1, was one that was employed 
by Byron, and other poets of the English literary canon, yet 
his story has a conservatism that speaks of order and 
propriety, which are captured in the children’s disapproval of 
the fun-obsessed Cat and in the book’s covert theme of 
secrets and abandonment surrounding the mother’s 
absence. Is the ultimate message, as Menand suggests, that 
‘fun’ is only a distraction from the reality of separation and 
abandonment? Maybe. And if Menand’s observation has 
possibilities, it is more an indictment of maternal 
irresponsibility in a period characterised by gender and 
family conservatism than about children’s transgressive 
behaviours.  
 
While the film retains the themes of adult hypocrisy, it also 
considers transgression as a subversive desire that children 
harbour. Consequently, the moral panic and scathing 
condemnation that has surrounded the film’s reception have 
centred on what many adults see as its corrupting impact on 
vulnerable and innocent young minds. The film been 
                                                 
1 The commonest form of the three-syllable foot in English is anapaest or is said 
to be anapaestic and has the accented syllable following two unaccented ones.  
This creates a wonderful galloping rhythm, which is perfect for humour. 
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criticised as being ‘lewd, crude and genuinely rude’ and 
‘saturated with all the sexual innuendo and scatological 
humor a PG rating can hold’ 
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/wiltshire/entertainment/films_and_tv
/cat_in_the_hat.shtml). It would seem then that, as Lynn 
Spigel has noted with respect to children’s television, the 
producers of The Cat in the Hat have successfully tapped 
into ‘children’s enjoyment of entertainment that adults deem 
inappropriate’ (1998, 128). Spigel argues that public 
condemnation of inappropriate child content in television and 
other media promotes a ‘discourse of victimisation’ whereby 
the child is the innocent victim of a powerful culture 
industry. However, the discourse of child as victim limits the 
way in which texts such as The Cat in the Hat can be 
analysed as a popular cultural artefact. Its production and 
marketing have been clearly developed for a dual economy 
of pleasure (child and paying adult) and for profit within a 
growing consumption-driven economy. This element of 
excess is part of the self-reflexive humour in the film and is 
foregrounded in the opening scene [Scene: valley and 
town of Anville], when the camera, in an aerial position, 
pans across a valley, zooming into the city of Anville, a 
consumer paradise, with its hyperreal colours, happy buyers 
and enthusiastic sellers, and abundant displays of colourful 
and oversized marketing icons and products.  
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The film’s temporal and spatial setting combines both a retro 
1950s look (a self-reflexive gesture back to the social 
context of the period in which the book was originally 
published) and a postmodern aesthetics of hyperrealism (to 
signify the film’s appeal to new millennium children). Anville 
is a simulacrum of any American city and the power and the 
pleasure of its imitative quality produces an alienating effect 
– we know this is not ‘real’, but its appeal makes it more 
desirable than reality. For adults, its saturated hyperspace of 
colour, consumerism, and marketing aesthetics is both 
recognisable and alienating, but for audiences born after 
1990 I would suggest they do not find this space neither 
overwhelming nor alienating. Rather, as a generation whose 
sensibilities have been forged amid PlayStations and the 
coexistence of fantasy and realism in film and other 
electronic media, I would argue that child viewers find 
Anville congenial and familiar. Also, its self-reflexive 
parodying of middle-class America and its metafictive 
playfulness about its origins – as a Dr Seuss book and a 
production by Universal Studios – result in discourses of 
inversion and subversion in the narrative.  
 
Within the terms of this conference, The Cat in the Hat is an 
ideal and recent example of popular culture’s appropriation 
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of heritage. Rather, than undertake a comparison between 
book and film, I want to ask in what way is the comic 
discourse of subversion regenerative when encoded in the 
cultural framework of the film? How do the dual forces of 
conservatism and transgression, that are part of the film’s 
location in literary heritage and popular culture, position 
young viewers? 
 
By examining the comic framework of The Cat in the Hat we 
can come closer to understanding its mixed reception of 
disgust and delight. In fact, it is precisely this mixture of 
disgust and delight, which is foundational to the film’s comic 
intention. In this sense, The Cat in the Hat is a 
carnivalesque text in that it is a celebration, in Bakhtinian 
terms, of the ‘material bodily lower stratum’ –  it has its fair 
share of farting, belching, and peeing, as well as rule 
breaking, grotesquerie, and spectacles of excess. The 
carnivalesque provides one comic framework for reading this 
text; another draws on the relationship between subversive 
desire and the laughter response. Both elements– the 
carnivalesque and subversive desire – interpenetrate each 
other and expose (and ultimately invert) the power relations 
between authority figures (adults) and the disenfranchised 
(children).  
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The story of playful anarchy that ensues when a talking, 
wise-cracking cat wearing a large red and white stripe hat 
enters the home of two bored children who are home alone 
on ‘that cold, cold, wet day’ carries the overt message of fun 
in moderation. The film, like its pretext, challenges existing 
order only to return to order by the story’s end. But the 
‘two-world condition’ that Bakhtin (1984) considers in the 
official world of order and the world outside it (the world of 
chaos) is more excessive and extended in the film than in 
the book. While in the book, the two children, Sally and her 
unnamed brother, who acts as the story’s first-person 
narrator, are presented as conforming, disciplined, passive 
and astonished observers of the Cat’s antics, the film 
exploits the doubleness of the carnivalesque by having both 
children become willing and complicit players in the Cat’s 
games of destruction, unrestrained play, and revenge. 
[Stills of Sally, Conrad, and funometer] 
The boy, who is named ‘Conrad’ in the film, is someone who 
likes to do the opposite of what he is told to do and engages 
in dare-devilish tricks like riding down the internal staircase 
on his skateboard while using loaves of bread and other 
household groceries as makeshift protective padding. 
Conrad, the born-to-be-wild child, represents ‘chaos’ while 
his overly neat and obsessively organised, polite sister, 
Sally, is ‘order’.  When the cat enters their home, he gauges 
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their capacity for fun using a ‘phunometer’ which correctly 
registers Sally as ‘control freak’ and Conrad ‘ as bedwetter 
and rule breaker’.  
 
By mentioning his bed wetting, it is clear that normal adult-
child protocols are not being endorsed in this story.  
However, after a period of delighting in the subversive fun 
that the cat offers, it is Conrad who insists that order be 
restored, admonishing the Cat with the familiar adult rebuke 
to children: ‘You don’t know when enough is enough’.  
  
The carnivalesque space of the film provides a heightened 
awareness for the child viewer as well as for the child 
characters of that which is repressed in the ordered 
domestic space of the children’s home and in the ordered 
and conforming environment of their community. The Cat’s 
overt disdain for ‘rules’ has obvious appeal for children, and 
like the carnivalesque characters of the Middle Ages, the 
viewers’ vicarious enjoyment of rule-breaking provides a 
similar sense of catharsis. The Cat is a grotesque and his 
animal/human hybridity is a licence for his transgressive 
behaviours that are contradictory to patriarchal notions of 
rationality and control. In this film, the Cat along with the 
female characters are ‘other’ to the symbolic order (but 
more about the women later).  The Cat as the non-rational, 
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non-human, unbound, unfinished, and uncontainable other, 
delights in making a spectacle both of himself and of others. 
His constant shape-shifting as a television cooking celebrity, 
a Carmen Miranda impersonator, a tennis player, bullfighter 
and many other characters provides him with opportunities 
to entertain as well as to mock, and the spectacle of (and 
within) the carnivalesque space produces laughter both for 
the children on screen as well for those off-screen. 
 
The Cat’s visual excesses of parodic performances are 
matched by his equally verbal excesses and loud laughter. 
When Bakhtin wrote of the centrality of profanity to the 
carnival practice, and the way it refuses to ‘conform to 
conventions, to etiquette, civility and respectability’ (1984, 
5), his description matches the irreverent and, often, vulgar 
dimensions of the Cat’s bantering and one-liners.  
 
For the child spectator, the agency of semantic slippage and 
transgressing of social taboos reflect the operations of 
subversive desire. Umberto Eco maintains that the spectator 
of comedy must not only have a knowledge of dominant 
social rules, but be bound by them in order to feel the 
cathartic pleasure of their violation. His interest in exploring 
the question: ‘What is our awareness of the violated rule?’ 
(1987, 271) can be asked with respect to the Cat’s rule-
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breaking behaviour and its generation of subversive desire 
for the child spectator.  The success of The Cat in the Hat 
suggests that child spectators (primarily) have been able to 
locate the codes in the film which compromise private and 
public behaviour. But getting the joke, according to Eco’s 
argument, relies on the child enjoying the violation that was 
previously considered inviolable (p. 275). While children may 
enjoy the violation because of their knowledge of its taboo 
nature, adults may be equally outraged by the film’s 
attempts to collapse boundaries between childhood and 
adulthood by ridiculing or exposing the potency of social 
codes and their underpinning cultural assumptions.  
 
While the laughter produced by comedy of the carnivalesque 
suggests that that there is a mischievous desire at play that 
seeks to subvert inhibiting social codes, the film’s embracing 
of the insatiability of desire is not only referenced in visual 
excesses of the consumerist community of Anville, but also 
in the inexhaustible driving force of jokes and visual gags 
that form the film’s comic aesthetics of excess and diversion. 
This point is at odds with Roland Barthes’ view that laughter, 
as it interrupts the comic play, is akin to ‘the loss of verbal 
desire’ (1975, 15). In the film, laughter collapses the high 
point of the carnivalesque into a short flat space for plot 
progression before rising again to the next high point of 
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comic chaos. This rapid high/low orchestration provides 
viewers with momentary release of tension and engenders a 
rising expectation of what is to follow. Thus, the subversive 
desire that the characters embody is matched by a similar 
desire in the viewer in that both desires are constituted in 
the delay of satisfaction (or wish fulfilment) and desire for 
the subversion to continue without reaching an end. 
Laughter’s delaying and release strategy is something that 
script writers and movie directors are acutely aware of for a 
PG rated film.  The interruptions to the Cat’s spelling out of 
swear words (shi-) and his description of procreation (‘when 
a mummy cat and a daddy cat love each other they …’) are 
comic attempts to convey the meaning of prohibitive 
material, but nevertheless remain within the censor’s 
guidelines. The prohibited content in the film - erotic, 
violent, and scatalogical - hovers tantalisingly on the 
threshold between carnivalesque pandemonium and social 
and moral control. Laughter is the release from the tension 
involved in maintaining these controls and the vicarious 
pleasure of transgression that comes with the violation of 
rules.  
 
The fish is the one character that makes the transition from 
book to film without change. As the normative and 
moralising voice of reason and the bearer of rules, the fish 
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interrupts the chaos with warnings about how the children’s 
mother will react to the mess, and, thereby, juxtaposes and 
strengthens the Cat’s grotesqueness and the children’s 
subversive desires. Not surprisingly, the fish’s warnings are 
always ignored and ridiculed by the cat. Further, the Cat 
undermines the fish’s moral stance by reminding the 
children of its status in terms of the Cat’s superiority as a 
sophisticated human/animal hybrid by asking the children 
would they really want to listen to someone that eats where 
it pees.  
 
Another aspect of comic transgression lies in what Bakhtin 
regarded as the regenerative and ambivalent nature of 
laughter in the carnivalesque. While the Cat is clearly the 
other in the world of hyperrealism that the film exploits, so 
too are the children’s mother (‘Joan Walden’) and the 
babysitter (‘Mrs Kwan’).  
 
 Each is the antithesis of the other, and as such both are 
representative of feminine extremes. The mother, Joan, is 
overstated visual perfection - blonde curly hair, perfect 
body, perfect homemaker, caring mother, the top sales 
person at Humberfloob’s real estate. Mrs Kwan is a 
grotesque with her oversized body, garish makeup, huge 
magnified spectacles, unflattering clothes and hair in rollers. 
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Yet, despite her confronting appearance, she is a benign 
character and her benignity is emphasised by her 
persistently somnolent state. She is subjected to a whole 
range of abuse of which she is totally aware due to her 
ability to sleep deeply no matter what the circumstance. She 
is also the butt of a series of jokes. When the Cat is told that 
she is the babysitter he remarks: ‘You  pay this woman to sit 
on babies? That’s disgusting. I do it for nothing!’. By 
contrast, Joan is the object of male desire and invites the 
spectator’s gaze for a different purpose. While Joan is lusted 
after by the sleazy next-door neighbour, Larry, she is also 
lusted after by the Cat, whose hat and tail stiffen in an 
erection when he first sees her photograph on the side table. 
The erotic display and its prohibitive potential are quickly 
quashed when the children inform the cat that the woman in 
the photo is their mother. The Cat’s whispered aside to the 
audience ‘Awkward’ signals the transgressive nature of the 
incident and the boundary crossing it implies. The mother’s 
sexual desirability is reinforced through her Marilyn Monroe-
like behaviour and appearance. However, in playing the 
cliché of female desirability and availability (she is a single 
mother), Joan is an ambivalent figure, so too is Mrs Kwan. 
In the spirit of a carnivalesque text, this ambivalence has a 
regenerative possibility in that both women are, in different 
ways, grotesques and as such they parody popular notions 
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of what it is to be feminine by destabilising conventions 
through their stereotypes.  Read this way, these females 
have the potential to call into question the problems of fixity 
of feminine identity. Whether children see this anarchic 
possibility is another matter and one that I cannot know with 
any certainty. But by exposing and parodying social 
conventions of femininity in the carnival tradition of excess, 
these female characters are able to draw responses that 
either confirm the necessity of these conventions or expose 
their shortcomings.  
 
Sally too is stereotypically the good girl who experiences 
tamed wickedness by participating in the Cat’s fun. Again, 
her perfection is so exaggerated that it questions the 
normative high ideal embodied in her Miss Goody Two Shoes 
persona. Furthermore, when Sally realises that she was not 
invited to a friend’s birthday party the desirability of 
perfection is severely lessened when it entails ostracism. For 
both Joan and Sally, carnival provides the release from the 
type of femininity conventionally endorsed in their world. 
Sally experiences the delights of getting messy and doing 
illegal things like driving a car.  
 
To this point the discussion has focussed on the film’s 
incorporation through a carnivalesque framework the 
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realisation of subversive desires of the children to have fun, 
to flout the codes of order and discipline imposed on them 
by their mother. Another desire concerns the hierarchy of 
power relations between adults and children. In the tradition 
of folk and fairy tales, The Cat in the Hat employs what 
Maria Tatar terms a ‘festive violence’ (1992, 169) where the 
slapstick pantomime of violent acts is clearly designed to 
entertain the child viewer and to provide a spectacle of 
comeuppence for the baddie in the piece, in this example, 
Larry, the mother’s boyfriend. Larry is established early in 
the film as a man of dubious character. He dislikes Conrad 
and urges his mother to send him away to Colonel Wilhelm’s 
Military Academy for Troubled Youth. His lusting after Joan 
and scheming to win his way into her heart and bank 
account is his primary motivation and the reason behind his 
façade of respectability. When the grotesque behind the 
façade is exposed, his downfall at the hands of the Cat and 
the children is cheered on by viewing audience in an orgy of 
heightened suffering and embarrassment for Larry.  
 
The inversion of power is achieved when after enduring a 
series of violent and humiliating acts, Larry is reduced to a 
snivelling, purple goo covered wreck begging Joan to marry 
him. The humiliation is complete when he sneezes causing 
his own bodily fluid to emerge with the purple snot like 
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substance that sticks to him. Larry’s infantilising only 
exacerbates his grossness, and laughter is withheld as 
disgust registers on the faces of the children and Joan, and 
no doubt on the faces of the viewing audience.  
 
By the story’s end harmony and order have been restored. 
Larry is banished. Brother and sister, son and mother 
reconcile and past tensions disappear. However, a trace of 
transgressive play remains as the final shot within the home 
shows Joan, freed from her restricting persona of feminine 
decorum, jumping joyfully with her children on  the couch in 
the formal living room. The masquerade of perfect femininity 
having slipped provides a momentary carnivalesque space 
for nonconformity and exuberant behaviour.  
 
Thus, the tension between, between conservatism and 
transgression continues and the child viewers remain in the 
space between heritage and popular culture.  
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